Sermon 24th May 2026 HTK - Pentecost
I’m not sure if you noticed - but today I used a different Gospel reading than the one set in the lectionary.
I did that because then we would hear two different accounts of the disciples receiving the Holy Spirit. 
The first account from Luke in the reading from Acts and the second account from John in the Gospel.
In John’s account we are with the disciples on the day of Jesus resurrection. 
Early on that morning Mary M mistook the risen Jesus for the gardener … and then realised who she was talking too. Jesus then told her to go and tell the disciples what she had seen.
So in the Gospel reading we have just heard, the disciples were together in the upper room with the doors locked ‘for fear of the Jews’ 
Then Jesus appears and speaks to them and they receive the Holy Spirit when he breaths on them.
So in John’s Gospel … Pentecost happens on the same evening as the Resurrection. John does not mention Jesus’ ascension.
In the reading from Acts, however, the disciples are once again together in the same place … but this time it is after the ascension. 
They have already witnessed Jesus leaving them as he goes back to the Father, and they have been devoting themselves to prayer every day and waiting for ‘the power from on high’ - which Jesus had promised he would send them.
And then Luke tells us in Acts that ‘when the day of Pentecost had come’, the Holy Spirit came and changed the disciples lives for ever.
Does it matter that we have two very different accounts of Pentecost?
No! it doesn’t
Apparently if the police get two witness accounts that are identical, they tend not to believe them! Because none of us experience an event in the same way.
And we only have to look at the words that Luke uses to try and describe the coming of the Holy Spirit  … to know that it was almost impossible to describe in words.
The Spirit came like a violent wind … but it wasn’t a violent wind.
The Spirit came like tongues of fire … but yet not tongues of fire.
It is not possible to describe the coming of the Spirit because each of us will experience the Spirit in different ways.
The most important thing about these two different accounts of Pentecost … is that the Holy Spirit was given to Jesus disciples.
When and how it happened dosn’t really matter as much as knowing it did happen.
And it completely changed them. 
From hiding behind locked doors, from being afraid… they went outside and spoke publicly without fear.
The Holy Spirit had given them courage and lucidity, and Joy as they praised God.
(One of the most spectacular ways the Spirit affects some people is that they find the ability to speak in tongues. But not everybody is given that gift or needs that gift.
We could talk more about that, but maybe another time.)
Just now I want to think about the act of Jesus giving the Holy Spirit. 
In John’s Gospel, Jesus breathes on the disciples and that reference to breath is important.
In Hebrew the word for Spirit – ruach also means breath and in Greek pneuma describes both the breath and Spirit.  And in the story of creation – it is ruach ‘the Breath of God’ that brings creation into life.
So when Jesus breaths on the disciples … there is a symbolic representation of God’s breath - that brings life to the world.
Breath – life – power.  That is the gift that Jesus gives his disciples through the Spirit; 
And what I find really interesting in St John’s Gospel is that no sooner does Jesus breathe the Spirit into the disciples - then he immediately mentions the forgiveness of sins, particularly the disciples’ forgiveness of other people.  
Apparently there is a tight connection between new life in the resurrected Christ and the act of forgiveness.
After Jesus breathes the Spirit on the Disciples he says …
‘if you forgive the sins of any they are forgiven them, if you retain the sins of any they are retained.’  …
On the face of it, Jesus seems to be giving his disciples a blank check and a whole lot of power over others.  
There seems to be the potential here for the disciples to forgive (or not) in an arbitrary way?  Because Jesus seems to provide no guidelines or instructions.
But it is certainly not something to be used lightly.  It’s  something with a clear connection to the presence of the Holy Spirit in our hearts.
And think about the setting of Pentecost in John’s Gospel.
It is just 3 days after Jesus’ crucifixion:  the disciples had just failed Jesus miserably.  They had been disloyal, dishonest and fearful and they had deserted him. 
I wonder what they thought when Mary told them that that Jesus was alive and coming to see them.
How would you feel if you had deserted your closest friend and then heard they were coming to see you?
Maybe it was the Jewish authorities the disciples were afraid of.  But --- they didn’t appear to huddle in locked rooms the day before the resurrection…. so why did they lock the door only after hearing Mary Magdalene’s testimony that Jesus was alive!!
That’s just speculation … but what we know is true is that with grace and love Jesus came among them, and spoke “Peace” to them.
and then gave them the amazing gift of the Holy Spirit … a share of the love and power of God – as Jesus himself already had.  
So if you had been as fearful as the disciples on that evening but had then been given Jesus peace and more than that had been given the Holy Spirit
if you then heard Jesus say “If you forgive anyone their sins . . .” 
You would probably also remember how much you had just been forgiven! 
In a way Jesus instructions about forgiveness contain the unspoken message “Oh and by the way, don’t forget all the sins I just forgiven you, when I gave you peace and not anger; when I gave you the Holy Spirit and not condemnation’ !!
When you have had the weight of the world removed from your shoulders through another person’s forgiveness; the joy at having been forgiven becomes contagious — you can’t wait to start spreading it around!
But of course this offer of the Holy Spirit - and the subsequent mission to go out and forgive as you have been forgiven,  --- is not just for Jesus disciples back then --- but for all of his disciples today as well.
Our mission when we receive the Holy Spirit … is to extend God’s peace and grace and forgiveness to the world.
And these days that is a very counter cultural message! To forgive and to enable redemption for others, is something that seems singularly lacking in the blame culture and name-calling of social media today.
It will not be easy … Jesus never promised it would be!  But that is why we have the Holy Spirit,  it’s not in our own power that we offer peace and forgiveness, but in God’s power. 
Corrie Ten Boom
As disciples of Jesus, we have received the Holy Spirit in order that we too may ‘go out in peace and joy, to love and serve the lord!’ 
Let’s all take that to heart this morning when we say those words at the end of the service. Let’s go out in love and peace and let’s not withhold the grace and forgiveness which Jesus so amazingly bestowed on each one of us.
Amen





